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Abstract: Having belabored this point, we want to be attentive to a close 
reading of an element of Paradise Lost that has always exercised its critics: its 
invocation of Galileo. Why is Galileo repeatedly mentioned in connection with the 
telescope in particular? How does this mention affect, if at all, a global interpretation 
of the poem itself? Does it have consequences for our understanding of Milton’s 
theory of knowledge? Of action? And so on. 
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Galileo had already notoriously functioned as a reference for Milton in 
Areopagitica, a political treatise arguing against pre-publication censorship, in which 
the latter writes of his own trip to Italy in the late 1630s: “There it was that I found 
and visited the famous Galileo grown old, a prisner to the Inquisition, for thinking in 
Astronomy otherwise then the Franciscan and Dominican licensers thought.” 
Whatever the veracity of Milton’s testimony here, it only emphasizes the importance 
of the reference. For Milton explicitly names “Astronomy” as the cause of Galileo’s 
imprisonment, as well as the two Catholic orders he most despises – which also turn 
up again in Paradise Lost as “Embryos and idiots, eremites and friars/White, black 
and gray, with all their trumpery”. An immediate political reading is imaginable and, 
certainly, there is a long tradition in Milton studies which would read such figures as 
Galileo as, in John Guillory’s words, “a cryptic self-portrait.” For there are certainly 
some personal traits which might induce Milton to forge an identification. Both men 
went blind, both became political outcasts, and both certainly considered themselves 
geniuses. But these are merely external traits. When Galileo appears in Paradise Lost, 
it is as coupled integrally with the telescope, that is, as a kind of “astronomer” – 
though, significantly, no longer as an astronomical thinker as such (as in 
Areopagitica) but as a technician-observer. Galileo, indeed, had become famous 
throughout Europe for his construction of a telescope, the most powerful then 
available. The first and best-known reference in Paradise Lost comes in the form of 
an epic simile: 
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He scarce had ceased when the superior end 
Was moving toward the shore; his ponderous shield 
Ethereal temper, massy, large, and round, 
Behind him cast; the broad circumference 
Hung on his shoulders like the moon, whose orb 
Through optic glass the Tuscan artist views 
At evening from the top of Fesole, 
Or in Valdarno, to descry new lands, 
Rivers or mountains in her spotty globe (1: 283–291). 
The telescope is such a crucial invention for the seventeenth century that it’s 
difficult not to find it discussed by an extraordinary range of thinkers of modernity, 
far beyond the field of history and philosophy of science. There are certainly a 
number of notable features about the instrument. Lenses had been introduced into 
Europe at the end of the thirteenth century. If classical antiquity had been aware of 
the magnifying properties of lenses, it was only in the fourteenth century that 
spectacles began to be made to supplement magnifying glasses for scholars. One of 
the questions arising from this, relevant in the present context is: why wasn’t the 
telescope invented by the fifteenth century, when all the necessary components were 
available? The first known telescopes are invented in Holland in late September 
1608, with a contested origin and patent applications. These devices magnified only 
three to four times; they were immediately used as demonstrations for rulers. Very 
quickly, the device spread across Europe. The English researcher Thomas Harriot 
looked at the moon with a 6x telescope by August 1609. But it is Galileo who gives 
the telescope its decisive impetus. According to his own account, Galileo first heard 
reports about the instrument, then reconstructed it, sight unseen, on the basis of 
theoretical principles. His first version magnified 8x; his next version, the one with 
which he made his famous discoveries, 20x. It’s true, of course, that a great deal of 
craft skill is involved in this reconstruction, and that the theoretical basis on which 
Galileo does this has to be normed by the materials themselves, through a painstaking 
process of trial and error. But Galileo’s craftwork depends on his theory, and not the 
other way around, and it is this theoretical priority which it is critical to understand in 
modern science. In 1610, he published Sidereus Nuncius, announcing his discoveries. 
In this book, Galileo gives an account of his discovery that the moon is spotted; 
indeed, that it contains mountains and valleys like the earth. In addition, Galileo 
measured those mountains, discovered earthshine (solar reflection off the earth), 
many more stars than had been supposed, observed four moons of Jupiter (which he 
denominated the “Medici satellites”), as well as seeing “ears” on Saturn (his 
telescope was not powerful enough to resolve them as rings). As Harold Bloom 
argues about the passage in question, picking up on Dr John-son’s famous remarks: 
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“Satan, excelling both Achilles and Radigund in his bad eminence, is seen accurately 
through the optic glass of the British artist’s transumptive vision, even as Galileo sees 
what no one before him has seen on the moon’s surface.” There is thus an implicit 
equation drawn here between Galileo’s technologically-enhanced vision and the 
muse-enhanced vision of the blind poet; moreover, this equation enables, as Bloom 
shows, a very effective assault on Milton’s literary precursors, including Homer, 
Virgil, Ovid and Spenser. The problem for Milton is that, if Galileo can indeed aid 
him in these literary-political struggles, Galileo also harbours dangerous and volatile 
properties. For the consequences of Galileo’s observations literally unleashed a kind 
of cosmic pandemonium. If the moon is like our own earth, what becomes of the 
otherness of the heavens? If planets looked like discs through the telescope, but the 
stars didn’t, then there may well be immense differences in the distances between 
them. If the earth shone with reflected light, why not the planets? And so on. A 
number of postulates of Aristotelian physics are immediately destroyed by these 
observations, first, the immobility of the earth, and, second, any clear distinction 
between sublunary and celestial spheres. Yet heliocentric theory didn’t proceed from 
observations with the instrument but the other 29 Along with a surprising number of 
other words (he is certainly one of the first to use the now ubiquitous psychological 
term “self-esteem”), Pandemonium is Milton’s own coinage, for the city the fallen 
devils construct in hell. One of the implications, then, for Milton of Galileo’s 
discoveries is that, with the latter’s utter destruction of the Aristotelian cosmos, the 
totality of fallen creation is Lucifer’s capital itself. Galileo’s telescope in John 
Milton’s Paradise Lost way around. Moreover, entirely new materials, technologies, 
and principles of practice take priority. As if that wasn’t enough, in order to use the 
new instrument, the human sensorium itself had to be retrained. As Joseph Vogel puts 
it:The telescope’s “self-referentiality” means three things. First, the telescopic view 
pinpoints the observer as much as the object observed. Second, any relation to the 
object in Galileo’s observations is also a relation of observation to itself. Finally, the 
telescope’s medial character is also revealed in its self-referential structure.  
In other words, the telescope is integrally linked to the dissolution of the 
Aristotelian cosmos: at once agent, proof, and index of the new confusion. The 
telescope implies cosmic pandemonium, a perspectivalism; that is, a universal 
relativity of observation without any localizablecenter (if such relativity is not, 
strictly speaking, a relativism). If a stronger telescope reveals more stars invisible to 
the unaided eye, what might a yet-stronger telescope reveal? It is not simply new 
worlds that are seen through the telescope: the telescope is evidence not only of 
human frailty, but of technology’s incapacities as well.  
A new relation between seeing and knowing is at stake. With a telescope, seeing 
is no longer believing; rather the telescope shows seeing’s limitations, and this 
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showing operates upon, as it forces its observers to acknowledge, unprecedented 
theoretical principles. These principles are altogether other than those that would 
make great humanists comfortable. As Denise Albanese writes, following John 
Guillory, “As an apparatus that signies the ʻNew Scienceʼ of the seventeenth century, 
and a technology that makes ʻnew worldsʼ available for inspection, the telescope 
seems a useful index of the transfer of cultural authority from humanism’s printed 
texts to colonialism’s and science’s natural ones.” The question of authorization is 
clearly at stake in the comparison. 
Why Galileo, then, for Milton?  
1) Galileo and his telescope, coupled irremediably for the period, are the 
exemplary agents and exemplars of the new sciences, which are now instituting their 
dominance in a public way; 
2) Galileo is a victim of the idolatrous hand of Catholicism, the victim of the 
censorship of new knowledge by sclerotic and Satanic institutions; 
3) Galileo is a great man, both of science and politics, persecuted by his enemies 
for his genius. 
If Milton strongly identifies with Galileo, Galileo has also become exemplary of 
a form of knowledge that is irreproducible by any form of traditional humanistic 
knowledge, and which indeed threatens integrally the practices of humanists 
Galileo’s telescope in John Milton’s Paradise Lost and the truth-claims of poetry. 
Milton thus has to operate a number of incommensurable identifications 
simultaneously. Certainly, he can work a paralogism: 
- like Galileo, Milton has gone blind; 
- like Galileo, Milton has been politically persecuted for truth-telling; 
- like Galileo, Milton is a great man. 
But that’s not enough. Let’s take the denomination of Galileo as an “artist” in 
the aforecited passage as symptomatic, all the more so since it is, as Roy Flannagan 
has observed, the only use of the word in Milton’s poetic oeuvre. After all, Milton 
could have called him an “astronomer,” “philosopher,” “observer,” even an 
“experimenter” (leaving metrical concerns aside). Although clearly parasiting on 
Galileo’s reputation, by playing on the much broader semantic range of the word at 
the time, Milton seems to be implying, all at once:  
- like Milton, Galileo is a great artist; 
- like Milton, Galileo is therefore not a “new scientist” (or, at least, that Milton’s 
“art” is comparable and not inconsistent with Galileo’s “art”); 
- unlike Milton, Galileo is merely an artisan (a mechanic or practical man); 
- unlike Milton, Galileo is an artist in the sense of a “schemer” or “contriver.”  
As Brady notes, Milton’s not calling the telescope a telescope (it is an “optic 
glass”) is to denominate the instrument with terms that were already outdated by 
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1667, and is in any case itself a distancing literary device. Milton is therefore covertly 
presenting himself as newer than the new sciences: he can beat them on their own 
terms. Moreover, just as Galileo saw and told the truth about the fallen cosmos, 
Milton can see and tell the truth about the prelapsarian cosmos too. Galileo can 
describe what happens in the book of nature, but Galileo cannot give any account of, 
nor justify, “the ways of God to men.”  
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